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Saxon, Viking and Norn/an 


Introduction 


Our knowledge of the military aspects of the so- 
called Dark Ages is gleaned to a large extent from 
contemporary literature, yet these writings are 
principally by monks with little comprehension of 
military matters and no interest in tactics or 
strategy. There were no military writers per se in 
Europe at this time; and even the sagas of the 
Scandinavian heroes, dealing specifically with 
individual military prowess, although based on the 
prose and poetry of the fighting skalds, were mostly 
composed in Iceland during the 13th century, at 
least two centuries after the events they describe. At 
best, they are highly coloured; while documents 
such as the invaluable Anglo-Saxon Chronicle give 
only the victim's view of the Viking raids and must 
be treated with caution. Thus the subjects of 
military organization and fighting methods remain 
tantalizingly obscure, and few if any conclusions 
can be reached with any certainty of accuracy. 

When it comes to weapons and equipment we 
are more fortunate, for there is a large range of 
surviving weapons, equipment, ships and even 
textiles. Such gaps as remain can usually be filled 
by evidence from the illuminated manuscripts 
subject to a religious man's misrepresentation 
and some primary sources such as the Baycux and 
Oseberg tapestries. However, it must be stressed 
that the tapestries are not military manuals: they 
are decorative rather than accurate portrayals, and 
figures and events are stylized to tell a propagandist 
tale. Any information contained therein must, 
again, be interpreted with caution: too much 
know ledge of military matters has been presumed 
from the Bayeux tapestry in particular, especially 
when one considers that neither the Norman nor 
Saxon armies at Hastings were typical ones. 

What follows, both in text and artwork, is 


therefore largely unconfirmed interpretation, and 
no hard lines have been draw n. When one considers 
that military writers are still arguing about what 
was worn by the fighting troops during the Second 
World War and this despite a mass of 
information— it is not surprising that portrayals of 
Saxons, Vikings and Normans vary from l>ook to 
lx>ok. However, there is one thing we can be certain 
of: these civilizations were a great deal more 
advanced than some writings would have us 
believe. Their womenfolk were extremely dextrous 
with needle and loom, their smiths and other 
craftsmen highly skilled at producing artefacts 
which we now have difficulty in reproducing to an 
equal standard. I.ike all ‘barbarian' peoples, the 
Saxons and Vikings, particularly in the earlier 
migratory centuries, loved to display their wealth 
on their person in the form of rich clothing and 
exquisite metalwork: items were made to a high 
quality and were meant to last more than one man's 
lifetime. 


The Saxons 

When the Roman government of Britain collapsed 
in the early 5th century, the romanized native 
population struggled for a time to preserve its 
Roman way of life, but gradually this was sub¬ 
merged by invaders from the Continent. These 
invaders came from three powerful Germanic 
nations: Saxons from northern Germany and 
Holland; Angles from the south of the Danish 
peninsula, an area still known as Angeln; and Jutes 
from Jutland. At this time, the Migration Period, 
there were similar tribal movements taking place 
throughout Europe and it is probable that the 
Angles, Saxons, Frisians and possibly even the more 
independent Jutes were by this date more or less 
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A Saxon boat with rowlocks for fifteen pairs of oars, found at Nydam in Jutland. More than 24m 
long and with a beam of 3 51*1, it could carry about forty people, but had no sail and a very low 
freeboard. It dates from c. 400, but it was probably in boats of this type that the Anglo-Saxons 
reached Britain. (Gerry Embleton) 


v_ 

identified with each other, forming an Anglo- 
Saxon people of mixed stock but with a number of 
common characteristics. The invaders are thus 
usually termed Anglo-Saxons for convenience. 

Tlie first Anglo-Saxons to reach Britain came by 
invitation, possibly even before the Roman govern¬ 
ment had collapsed. They came in war bands, 
under their own chiefs, as mercenaries to help 
defend Britain against attacks from Ireland, 
Scotland and the Continent. These first small 
groups later combined into larger units and began 
to colonize Britain, sending word to their home¬ 
lands of the easy pickings. Larger-scale invasions 
followed. 

The most important invasions by these mer- 
cenarics-cum-colonists were c. 440 460. Legend¬ 
ary leaders, such as Hengist and Horsa, employed 
originally by King Vortigern in the south-east to 
repel the Piets and Scots, soon rebelled against their 
employers and began to establish petty kingdoms. 
The native population put up a considerable 
resistance to the expansion of these kingdoms, 
particularly under such military leaders as Am- 
brosius Aurelanius and Arthur; but gradually, over 
a century and a half they were reduced to a subject 
people, or (led into the hills of the Celtic lands to 
the west and north. By the time of the Augustinian 
mission to England in 596 (felt necessary to rescue 
Christianity in what had now become a pagan 
land the land of the English) the Anglo-Saxons 
controlled the whole of the south coast from Kent to 
east Dorset, from the east coast (from the Thames 
to the Humber) across to the lower Severn, modern 
Staffordshire, Derbyshire, most of Yorkshire, and 
part of Northumbria and Durham. There is much 
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confusion over which tribes settled where, but 
broadly speaking the Jutes controlled Kent, the Isle 
of Wight and part of Hampshire; the East, West 
and South Saxons controlled Essex, Wessex and 
Sussex respectively; and the Angles controlled East 
Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria. 

By the beginning of the 7th century there were 
about a dozen independent kingdoms, with the 
main power in Northumbria, and in the first halfof 
the century the Northumbrian kings almost estab¬ 
lished themselves as permanent overlords for the 
whole of England. But in 658 the Mercians revolted 
and ended all hope of unity for another century. 
Gradually in the second half of the century the 
centre of power shifted from Northumbria to 
Mercia, with Essex, East Anglia and London being 
absorbed into that kingdom by 670. Sussex, Wessex 
and the Isle of Wight subsequently became 
subjected to Mercian rule and by the reign ofOffa 
(757 796), the strongest of the Mercian kings, he 
was able to describe himself in one of his charters as 
‘King of the whole of England/ 

His successor died in 821 and there followed a 
series of campaigns by the king of Wessex, until all 
those lands formerly ruled by Mercia were subject 
to Wessex. From then until 1066, apart from 
twenty-six years of Danish rule (1016 42), the 
kings of the royal house of Wessex controlled a 
united Anglo-Saxon kingdom, though towards the 
end their grip on the reins was loosened by Earl 
Godwin. 

In 1051 Earl Godwin and his sons rebelled 
against Edward the Confessor and were banished 
from England. They returned the following year 
and drove into exile many of Edward's Norman 
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adherents (Edward was related to the Duke of 
Normandy through his aunt). Thereafter Edward’s 
rule became largely nominal, and after the death of 
Earl Godwin in 1053 England was controlled 
mainly by his son Harold Godwinson. 

Edward the Confessor died on 5 January 1066, 
leaving three contenders for the throne of England: 
William, Duke of Normandy; King Harald Hard- 
raada of Norway; and Earl Harold Godwinson. 
Harold had himself crowned the same day that 
Edward was buried: the scene was set for the final 
act in the formation of the English nation. Was the 
country to remain Saxon, or to come under the 
diametrically opposed influences of either Scandi¬ 
navia or Latinized Normandy? The decision, as we 
all know, was made in the early autumn of 1066, 
when the three cultures clashed at Stamford Bridge 
and Senlac Ridge. 

Organization 

The Anglo-Saxon community in England was 
essentially a rural one and all classes of society lived 
primarily on the land. At the top was the royal 
house, the king and the alhtlings or princes of the* 
blood, claiming a common ancestry with the king 
and with special privileges and responsibilities, 
including military service and command in the 
field. By the middle of the 9th century the royal 
family of Wessex was universally recognized and 
held a hereditary right to rule; yet automatic 
succession to the throne was not guaranteed, and 
the Witan, or council of leaders, retained the right 
to choose the best successor from the members of 
the royal house. 

Next came the coldormen , the ruling nobility of 
England, with their origins in the under-kings of 
formerly independent peoples. In a charter of 777, 
Offa refers to one such noble as k my under-king, 
eoldorman, that is, of his own people the Hwicce.’ 
In later Saxon times the eoldorman was the king’s 
Viceroy’ of a shire, responsible for its adminis¬ 
tration and justice, for calling out the reservist army 
or Fyrdy and for leading those military forces in the 
field. The office probably became hereditary quite 
early on, and eoldormen therefore always came 
from the ancient families of the aristocracy. The 
term eoldorman began to be replaced by earl c . 
1010, possibly influenced by the Danish jarl> and in 
the second half of the 10th century the title became 


more important, an earl now governing several 
shires. Athelings, eoldormen, archbishops and 
bishops formed the Witan. 

The thegn was an originally separate class, 
probably originating from the bodyguard of the 
great leaders; that is what had been a companion in 
arms in the earlier war band became a thegn in the 
age of settlement. Good service by a thegn could 
result not only in rich gifts but also occasionally in 
the granting of lands, and on rare occasions this 
could lead to elevation to earl. Thus a thegn, a 
servant of the king, with or without ancient family, 
and holding his office by royal commission, could 
become a member of the Woden-born aristocracy. 

A select body of thegns, usually the younger 
warriors, was known as ‘the king's thegns’ and 
attended the king personally at set times each year. 
They accompanied him everywhere, both as 
bodyguard and lesser officials. Older thegns served 
him as advisers. 
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Saxon kings in battle, the one at top left accompanied by a 
shield bearer who has no weapon but whose sole duty was to 
protect his lord. The accompanying sketch makes weapons 
and equipment easier to discern. 

The thegns were a numerous class, and charters 
of Aethelred 11 (97H 1016) are witnessed by twenty 
or more king's thegns. Nor were thegns restricted to 
the service of the king in this later period, for the 
great earls had their own thegns; and even the 
older, more powerful and landed thegns might 
have their own thegns in turn. 

Below the thegns were the ceorls, simple freemen 
or yeoman farmers, independent landed house¬ 
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holders who formed the backbone of the Saxon 
kingdom, based as it was on a rural economy. Ill ere 
were probably three main classes of ccorls, al¬ 
though the boundaries between the classes are 
blurred. Firstly there were the geneatas^ the peasant 
aristocracy, who paid rent to their overlord: 
geneatas derives from the Old English geneaL 
originally meaning a companion, and this implies 
that the class originated from the lord’s household, 
probably receiving land as a gift. Secondly there 
were the kolsetla , who paid no rent but had to 
perform numerous duties for their overlords; and 
thirdly, the gebur, who was totally dependent on his 
lord and whose life was dominated by the labour 
services he owed him. 

Below the gebur were the serfs or bondmen, the 
slaves or thralls. The economy depended con¬ 
siderably on slave labour and though the gebur was 
a lowly peasant, he was a privileged class compared 
to the slaves, and had the right and duty to serve in 
the Fyrd. Georls could win promotion through 
prosperity or military service, and if for example a 
ccorl possessed five hides of land, he became 
entitled to the rights of a thegn. He could not, 
however, rise to be an earl. 

The military organization of the Anglo-Saxons is 
a notoriously difficult and obscure subject and it is 
not possible to give any firm dates for developments 
over the centuries, nor precise details of those 
developments mainly because the Saxons did not 
need to define their military organization lor 
themselves; it was part of the life of every able- 
bodied man. 

In the beginning there were simply the war bands, 
small bodies of professional warriors led by their 
chosen chiefs, some of whom subsequently set 
themselves up in small kingdoms. Loyalty to a chief 
was the greatest virtue, and the warriors sought out 
a leader who could further their career, swore 
allegiance to him, and vowed to increase his stature 
and riches by their exploits. In return the chief 
feasted and wined them royally and gave them 
magnificent gifts of arms, armour and gold, 
enhancing his reputation by the size of these gifts. 
Ten to twenty men might be an average strength 
for these early war bands, but the later petty 
kingdoms of the early 7th century might perhaps 
have fielded thirty men or more. The bands were 
swollen for major raids or wars by attracting 



warriors from other war bands by the promise of 
l(K)t. By the late 7th century the kings of the now 
fewer but larger kingdoms would have had bands of 
perhaps 300 warriors. 

If a chief or king died in battle, his men died 
avenging him, though a few might survive after 
being struck down and left for dead. It was 
dishonourable to leave the battlefield on which 
your lord had been slain, and those few who did 
were frequently executed by the successor for their 
disloyalty. 

From the beginning of the 9th century' the 
kingdoms were under attack by other professional 
warriors the Vikings. We know from accounts of 
battles before Alfred's reign (B79-S99) that some 
form of levy existed to deal with these raids—and 
dealt with them quite adequately on occasions 
but we have no details of the organization. 
However, it is obvious that the king and his corps of 
elite warriors, now usually referred to as the Hird or 
Hearth Troop, could not be every where at once, 
and the onus must have fallen chiefly on the earls. It 
was their job to summon the able-bodied male 
population in emergencies, and this they or their 
thegns could have done reasonably swiftly in the 
localized areas which were affected by the raids; 
but such a force would in general have been poorly 
armed farmers who could not have had much 
success against Vikings. We must assume, there¬ 
fore, that the organization which we know to have 
existed from the reign of Alfred must have been 
functioning at an earlier date. 

The personal followers of the leaders, the thegns, 
and numbers of hired mercenaries often Scandi¬ 
navians, and mercenaries in the true sense, with all 
the modern connotations of the Congo formed 
the spearhead of any force; but it would appear 
that from quite early in the 9th century this was 
backed up by what is later referred to as the Select 
Fyrd. This was raised by selective recruitment, 
rather than a general levy, by drawing one man for 
every five hides of land. Many of the Select Fyrd 
would therefore have been thegns, but when no 
thegn was available either because the unit of five 
hides was part of a larger estate held by one thegn, 
or because the land was held by a ceorl or ceorls — it 
could also contain these members of the upper 
peasantry . In these cases the men involved com¬ 
bined to send one of their number to the Select 


Fyrd, and normally it would be the same man sent 
whenever the Fyrd was summoned. He would 
naturally ensure that he was well equipped, and 
ambition and experience would soon create a 
worthy warrior. 

The towns were also assessed in hides and the 
inhabitants required to send representatives. In 
some instances the towns could commute their 
service by paying the crown twenty shillings in lieu 
of each warrior, the exact sum necessary to hire a 
replacement. 

All these warriors were mounted to give them the 
mobility necessary to counter the Viking raids, but 
the men normally fought on foot, unless in pursuit 
of a defeated enemy. Thus the thegns, ceorls and 
the townsmen (or their substitutes) of the Select 
Fyrd were all well-equipped, experienced men, 
and were by no means merely peasant farmers. 

In those regions of England which were assessed 
in geld carucaies rather than hides (approximately 
the areas where the Danish settlement was heav¬ 
iest) some analogous ratio of carucates to warriors 
would have been in operation, probably in units of 
six carucates. 

The Select Fyrd could be called out at any time 
and active service depended entirely on the need: it 
might be called out several times a year, yet serve 
for only a few days each time. Each hide was 
charged four shillings towards the maintenance 
and wages of the selected representative, that is 
twenty shillings for the five hide unit, and as sixty 
days was the customary period of service anti¬ 
cipated, this meant a wage of fourpence per day. 
This is roughly comparable to the wages of a knight 
post-conquest, so it can be plainly seen that the 
Select Fyrd was indeed a select body of men. 

In later years there was also an alternative 
obligation to supply a warrior-seaman for the fleet, 
and for this purpose the five hide units were 
combined in some regions into districts of 300 hides, 
which were called ship-sokes. These were required to 
produce sixty warrior-seamen and also to pay for 
the construction and maintenance of a warship 
which the men manned. Some ports, particularly 
those known later as the Cinque Ports, were also 
required to supply smaller ships to augment the 
fleet. 

In addition to the Select Fyrd there was the 
Great Fyrd, a general levy of all able-bodied 
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Peasant* going to war, from an nth-century’ psalter. These 
were freemen, members of the Greater Fyrd, but as can be 
seen their place in battle was definitely the second or rear 
ranks. 

freemen, which was summoned in emergencies to 
defend the shires. These untrained men served 
mainly in the defence of their own homes, and were 
not obliged to serve more than half a day's march 
from their home without pay. Neither king nor earl 
could keep this body of men in the field for long 
periods and it had a strictly limited use, consisting 
mainly of farmers who had merely picked up their 
spear and perhaps a shield, although it must also 
have contributed a fair number of valuable archers 
and slingers to the Saxon army. In the Welsh and 
Scottish Marches special conditions prevailed, and 
the levies might have to serve for fifteen days and to 
accompany expeditions beyond the borders of their 
own shires, into Wales or Scotland, where their 
knowledge of the border areas was invaluable. 

In peacetime under Alfred, the thegns (meaning 
possibly the entire Select Fyrd) had to serve one 
month in three in rotation so that there was always 
a good force on call; and during one emergency 
Alfred divided the Greater Fyrd of one shire into 
two halves, keeping one half in the field under arms 
while the other half tended the land. 

Towards the end of the 9th century Alfred also 
began the building of a series of fortified towns, or 
burghs, to house garrisons and act as rallying points 



A Saxon of the lower peasant class in typical woollen 
clothing and with his lower legs wrapped in linen 
bandages reminiscent of puttees. He wears a 
‘Phrygian’ cap and carries a scramasax. (Gerry 
Embleton) 
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A Saxon houncearl and ceorl meet defeat at Halting*. (Bayeux 
Tapestry) 


for tlu* local forces. This was probably in imitation 
of the fortified bases of the Danish raiders. In the 
early years of the following century' the building of 
burghs was continued, and twenty-seven were 
erected between 91 i and 924, all on the network of 
old Roman roads or on strategic waterways. 

By the beginning of the nth century all die 
thegns usually held estates of five hides or more, 
and so by this date they probably constituted the 
bulk of the Select Fyrd. At the beginning of this 
century there also appears the first mention of the 
elite body of warriors known as housecarls . It is 
thought that these were introduced after Svein 
Forkbeard’s conquest of England in 1016, and were 
probably raised by Knut in tot 8. Professional 
mercenary soldiers, they had their own rules of 
conduct, lived at the king’s court and received his 
pay, as opposed to gifts. They formed a small but 
efficient and highly organized standing army, well 
disciplined and heavily armed. 

The housecarls were retained by Edward the 
Confessor and by Harold Godwinson, and during 
the reigti of the former they appear to have been 
recruited also by the great earls: Tostig's English 
and Danish retainers are referred to as housecarls 
by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, but the term may 
have acquired a more general meaning by then and 
encompassed all landless mercenary soldiers as 


opposed to the thegns, who were warriors but also 
landowners under the king. There are, however, 
other references to mercenaries in the pay of the 
king or earls who are clearly not housecarls, such as 
the lithsmen, who were skilled seamen but who also 
fought on land. These and other paid warriors 
provided the late Saxon kings with a highly trained 
nucleus, backed by the earls and their war bands, 
and by the thegns of the Select Fyrd. 

By the mid-nth century the royal housecarls 
probably numbered about 3,000. Earl Tostig lost 
200 of his own housecarls during the Northumbrian 
revolt in 1065: as some of his housecarls survived 
and escaped, a figure of around 250 300 housecarls 
seems reasonable for an carl. 

At Hastings the Saxon army, although its elite 
force had been weakened while achieving victory at 
Stamford Bridge, and although it was short of the 
quota of men for both the Select and Greater Fyrd, 
successfully withstood the Norman army in a battle 
which lasted much longer than was normal for the 
period. At its full strength it could probably have 
held its own against any army in western Christen¬ 
dom, and its value was not underestimated by its 
conquerors, who not only adopted the Danish axe 
of the English but also perpetuated under the 
Anglo-Norman kings both the Select and Greater 
Fyrd systems. 
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Far left 

Anglo-Saxon spearheads, 
that on the left from the 
8th to 10th centuries per¬ 
iod, others from the 10th 
to nth centuries. All ex¬ 
cept the right-hand exam¬ 
ple have split sockets. 


Left 

‘Winged’ spearhead found 
in the Thames: this type 
was in use from the 8th to 
nth centuries. 


Arms and Armour 

The main weapon of the Anglo-Saxons was the 
spear,, not only lor the Fvrd hut also for the 
professional soldiers and even the lords: it was the 
traditional weapon of Woden and remained the 
weapon par excellence among Germanic peoples even 
during the 11 th century. At the battle of Maldon in 
991 the eoldorman Byrhtnoth led his men into 
battle armed with spear and shield, and it was only 
after he had killed two men with his spear, and had 


been wounded twice, that he drew his sword to 
engage a third man. Under Knut, the heriot (war 
trappings) due to the king on the death of an earl 
(in effect the return of gifts given during the earl’s 
life) was eight horses, four helmets, four mail shirts, 
eight spears, eight shields and four swords. The 
heriot of a thegn was half that, and these figures 
suggest that at least in the later period twice as 
many men were armed with spear and shield as 
were armed with mail shirt, helmet, spear, shield 
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and sword, that is the Select Fyrd and Hearth Troop 
respectively, and that all were normally mounted. 

There were two types of spear; a light throwing 
spear or javelin, and a stouter thrusting spear which 
would have been used in much the same way as the 
modern bayonet and was probably also used for 
hunting. Manuscripts of the later period frequently 
show warriors holding two spears in the shield hand 
and a third in the right hand; presumably two of 
these would be throwing spears and the third was 
retained for hand-to-hand fighting. 

The shafts of these spears naturally varied in 
length according to type and personal requirements. 
No Saxon shaft has survived, but the position of the 
heads and ferrules in graves indicates lengths of 
from i*5om to 2*7501. A German shaft which has 
survived is 210m long, and 2111 seems to have been 
a common length, with the longer shafts for the 
thrusting type. Such a weapon would have been 
» xtremely useful in the opening phase of a melee, 
but its length would have ensured that it was 
dropped after the first clash and the more manage¬ 
able sword or axe would then be drawn. 

The heads of these spears are found in the graves 
of rich and poor alike, and range from 7 to 60cm in 
length. They are usually leaf-shaped, with a strong 
rib running up the centre of the blade, creating a 
lozenge shape in section. The socket is usually split 
at the sides, being hammered tight on to the shaft 
and then secured with a rivet, and often by leather 
thong lashing also. Some heads are pattern-welded 
(see under swords) but this is rare. The larger heads 
of the thrusting spears are sometimes richly inlaid 
with copper, bronze or silver, which tends to 
confirm they were not normally thrown. 

Heads of' the* Frankish angon are also found 
Frankish mercenaries crossed to Britain with the 
Anglo-Saxons) but only in the graves of the 
w ealthier men, and this suggests that these weapons 
were only used by the tried and experienced 
warriors. The head usually has two barbs, is about 
j-4 56cm long and always quadrilateral. The 
weapon was thrown into an opponent’s shield, the 
barbs preventing extraction, the long head pre¬ 
venting the shaft from being cut off. The weight of 
the angon pulled the shield down, and a warrior 
might also tread on the trailing end of the shaft to 
pull his opponent’s shield down further. 

There may also have been a fourth form of spear, 


resembling the medieval glaive : it is mentioned in 
contemporary writings and found in Merovingian 
and Carolingian graves, but none have been found 
in England as yet. It is perhaps significant that the 
term glaive is a German one, given to the weapon in 
the Middle Ages. (See also under V iking spears. 

Until the 1 ith century the shields of the Saxons 
were round, varying in diameter from 30 to 76cm. 
Traces of shields are rare, and these figures cannot 
be used to give an average size, but assuming the 
diameter was twice the length of the forearm, a 
figure of about fiocm would be reasonable. Accord¬ 
ing to the rivets found, these shields varied in 
thickness from 12 to 30mm. A hole in the centre 
provided room for the hand to clasp an iron grip 
across the inner face of the hole, and this hole w as 
protected by a metal boss about 15cm w ide, usually 
hammered out of a single piece of iron, though 
occasionally a flat sheet of metal was merely bent to 
form a cone. The lx>ss was secured to the wood by 
four or five rivets with heads up to 50mm wide. 
These were often silvered or gilt, and the edges of 
the shields of the richer men were also bound w ith 
metal. A strap for the forearm may also have been 
used on the larger shields, and the metal fastenings 
for this on the face of the shield were sometimes 
made into decorative plates. However, most shields 
would have been simple constructions of linden 
wood, often painted red, or faced with one or more 
layers of ox hide. Those of the peasants may have 
had only a leather protection over the grip, or the 
cheaper cone boss. Sometimes two or three layers of 
wood were used, in strips laid cross-grained as in 
modern plywood, to give greater strength. There is 
insufficient evidence as yet to confirm that the 
shields were curved rather than fiat, but the 
manuscripts indicate curved shields were used, and 
the plywood construction would have made this 
possible. Again, the peasant class would have been 
using the simpler form. 

In battle the shield was initially carried at arm’s 
length in order to break the force of any weapon 
striking the shield and to keep away from the body 
any weapon which pierced it. For the in-fighting it 
was held close to the body so that it could not easily 
be knocked aside, and was list'd both to parry blows 
and as an offensive weapon: the edge was often used 
to strike at a spear shaft to break the head off or 
knock the spear away, and the boss was forcibly 




Spatha-i ypo sword found in (he River Lee at Enfield, ll still has 
a short crossguard but now has the type of pommel referred to 
as 4 cocked hat'. 


thrust into an opponent's face or chest to throw him 
off balance. It was not unusual for a shield to be 
hacked to pieces early in a fight; but the boss could 
still be used as a mailed fist, or the shield of a fallen 
man might be seized. 

The kite shield see under Normans) was 
adopted by the housecarls and other professional 
warriors from as early as r. 1000, but the round 
shield continued to be used by the lower ranks. 
Those housecarls at Hastings who were armed with 
round shields may perhaps have had their own 
shields shattered at Stamford Bridge and maybe 
had picked up Viking shields to replace them. 

The most prized weapon, but not the most 
common one, was the sword. These are rarely 
found in graves, for their value was considered so 
great that they were handed down from father to 
son, or passed as gifts to great warriors or kings; they 
were considered to have a greater value if they were 
old or had belonged to a famous warrior in the past. 

Curved, round shields as portrayed in an 1 ith-century Anglo- 
Saxon manuscript. The flowing robes are typical late Saxon. 
The right-hand figure is probably wearing some form of 
leather jerkin as extra protection. 



The early kings might thus have acquired a small 
collection of such swords, passing them out to their 
leading warriors, and receiving them back, their 
value enhanced, on that warrior’s death. Men 
below the rank of thegn, even as late as Knut’s 
reign, did not have swords. 

At first the Saxon sword followed very much the 
pattern of the Roman spatha , having a broad, two- 
edged blade about 75cm long with straight edges 
and a rather rounded point. The hilt w'as plain and 
virtually without a crossguard. The blades of these 
weapons, made at a time when the method of 
manufacture caused great variation in quality, 
were often pattern-welded to obtain a better result. 
Pattern-welding consisted of twisting rods of iron 
together and beating them into a blade w hich had a 
soft core within a skin of case-hardened iron. A bar 
of case-hardened iron w r as then welded all the way- 
up each side and round the point to create a cutting 
edge which was both hard and sharp, while the 
blade retained its flexibility. Such a blade might 
take a month to manufacture, and in 958 was 
valued as equal to the cost of fifteen male slaves or 
120 oxen. 

By the end of the 8th century- these swords were 
being replaced by a new design, still about 
75 80cm long, two-edged with straight edges, but 
with blades which were much stronger, with a 
w ide, shallow groove down the centre of both sides 
to lighten the blade without loss of strength. The 
width of these blades was approximately 55mm and 
the weight about o*68kg. 

Blades were imported and hilts added in Eng¬ 
land. The later hilts had a much longer guard, 
almost always curved towards the blade; a grip of 
wood, or less often bone, bound with cloth, leather, 
cord or even silver wire; and a more prominent 
three- or five-lobed pommel to counterbalance the 
heavier blade. In the 9th and 10th centuries there 
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appeared two new types of pommel, now named 
the ‘tea cosy' and ‘brazil nut’ after their shapes, 
and in the 11 th century a few disc-shaped pommels 
appeared. 

Some of these hilts had small rings attached to 
them by a loop rivetted to the end of the pommel. 
In later examples the ring is no longer free moving, 
and later still it adopts a solid, merely decorative 
form. Such ‘rings’ could have had no practical 
value and it is believed they may originally have 
been awarded to warriors lor valour -the rings do 
not occur on the swords of kings, so were not used 
for oath taking or as a symbol of comradeship. 
Some pommels without rings show signs of wear 
where rings had once been worn, and as a warrior's 
sword was frequently passed on this may confirm 
the awarding-of-rings theory; such a ring would 
naturally be removed when the sword changed 
hands. 

Scabbards consisted of two thin laths of wood 
covered in leather and with the mouth and tip 
protected by metal. The inside was frequently lined 
with fleece, the lanolin in the sheep’s wool 
preventing rusting and the spring of the wool 
helping to hold the blade firmly in the scabbard. 
The iay' of the wool was upwards, to enable the 
sword to be drawn easily. 

The scabbard was slung on the left hip, either on 
a baldric over the right shoulder or on a waist belt. 
Both belt and baldric were frequently ornamented 
and the buckles were generally of bronze, some¬ 
times of copper, and not infrequently gilded, 
embossed or enamelled; some were set with garnets 
and other stones. 

All warriors, from the highest to the lowest, also 
carried a single-edged knife known as a scramasax . 
This was used to finish a felled opponent, and in the 
case of the peasant classes took the place of a sword. 
Its length therefore varied according to its role, and 
examples found range from 7 5 to 75 cm in length. 
1 lowever, the average size for most of the hundreds 
found is around 15cm from hilt to point. This was 
probably the knife usually referred to as the 
hadseax : the extremely long examples were some¬ 
times called langseax. Most blades were broad 
heavy and with an angled back sloping in a straight 
line towards the point, and were often inlaid with 
copper or bronze wire. The guard, if any, was 
insignificant; the grip of wood, sometimes carved; 


and the tang usually without a pommel. Some of 
the longer knives have a grip long enough to be 
clasped with two hands. The scramasax was carried 
in a sheath of folded leather, the edges rivetted 
together on the side of the cutting edge, and 
suspended on the thigh from the waist belt by small 
bronze loops. 

The reign of Knut and his successor saw the 
introduction of the two-handed Danish axe as a 
substitute for the sword. However, it was in use fora 
relatively limited period in the Saxon army, and 
that it was not a common weapon amongst the 
ordinary soldiers is proved by the rarity of its 
occurrence at archaeological sites. Its use may have 
been limited to the housecarls and Danish mercen¬ 
aries. It is described more fully under Vikings. 


The plain crossguard and pommel of an early Saxon sword 
belonging to the 8th or 9th century. The grip is missing. 
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Sword hilts of the 10th and nth centuries, showing the five- 
lobed, ‘tea cosy’ and ‘walnut’ types of pommels and (at the 
right) the curved guard of the i ith century. 

Some examples of the fransisea or throwing axe of 
the Franks have been found in England, but the 
fransisea was replaced quite soon after the Anglo- 
Saxon settlement in England by the scramasax. 
The fransisea had a short haft and a head which 
curved upwards from the handle at a wide angle to 
a slightly up-turned blade. 

Heavy war clubs may also have been used by the 
Saxons, although there is no pictorial evidence 
earlier than the i ith century, and our information 
is limited to one source, the interpretation of which 
is open to question. However, the club was 
certainly used by the Franks who came to Britain as 
mercenaries and it may have been adopted by the 
Saxons in this early period. That the club was still 
used in battle during the 11 th century is confirmed 
by the Bayeux tapestry, wherein clubs are shown 
being thrown as well as carried as a primary 
weapon. (Bishop Odo, whose use of a mace is 
popularly attributed to his robust interpretation of 
the Church’s prohibition against churchmen shed¬ 
ding blood, is not the only figure in the tapestry 
armed in this way.) 

Slingers also appear on the Bayeux tapestry and 
in manuscripts, but they would be of the lower 
classes. The sling was a simple leather band or strap 


w ith an open pocket in the middle for the projectile, 
and it hurled with considerable force cither fired 
clay balls or stones, which were carried in a wallet. 

Bows are rarely found on archaeological sites 
because of the decay of wood, but archers are well 
represented in manuscripts, and the saga of Beowulf 
gives ample evidence for the use of the bow as a 
weapon of w f ar by the Anglo-Saxons’ ancestors. 
Several traces of bows have been found, and these 
would seem to indicate a length of about 150cm. 
However, surviving examples found in Germany 
may be taken as typical of Anglo-Saxon bows, and 
although these range from 120 to 320cm in length, 
from 180 to 210cm seems to be an average figure. 
These bows are of yew. curving very slightly, 
thickest in the middle and tapering towards the 
ends. Metal has been found on the ends of a few, 
and it is possible that horn was also used to tip the 
staves, as on the medieval longbow. It would 
appear, therefore, that the bow in use in the (ire- 
conquest period was little different to the longbow, 
except that the string was not pulled back to the 
ear, only to the chest, suggesting either a weaker or 
more rigid stave or merely an inferior ability as 
archers. Nevertheless, these bows were capable of 
piercing mail at up to 46m, and had an effective 
range with a trajectory' of up to 92m. 

Arrowheads are not commonly found and can be 
confused with the small heads used for throwing 
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spears. They appear to have been leaf-shaped and 
some were barbed, with a tang or socket for the 
shaft. Shafts which have survived are about 6ocm 
long, somewhat thicker towards the point, and had 
lour flights. Quivers which have surv ived also point 
to a short arrow of about 6ocm: the quivers were 
cylindrical and were carried over the right shoulder 
or on the left hip. 

Armour was worn only by the professional 
soldiers and great lords, and the bulk of the army 
would have worn everyday clothing, perhaps with 
the addition of a leather jerkin. The mail shirt is 
first mentioned in Anglo-Saxon laws at the end of 
the 7th century, but because of its great value it 
remained scarce until the end of the period covered 
by this book. It seems also to have been of a fine 
mesh, close-fitting and closely woven, with short 
sleeves, a vandyked lower edge reaching to just past 
the w aist, and a simple round opening for the neck. 
Beowulf’s saga mentions mail frequently, but it 
would appear men could swim in it which would 
have been out of the question in the mail of the late 
11th century -and it seems to have been cor¬ 
respondingly more fragile: it is often described as 
being damaged and has to be repaired after every 
battle. 

Axeheads found in England and dating from the 10th and 1 ith 
centuries: the bottom right example is probably post¬ 
conquest. 




Srramasax of the 9th or 10th century, with a Saxon sword of 
the 7th or 8th century with the ‘cocked hat’ pommel character¬ 
istic of this date. 


Finds of mail from the pre-conquest era are rare 
and their ev idence inconclusive. The Sutton Hoo 
find yielded a mail shirt, but it was corroded 
together: radiography revealed that it was com¬ 
posed of alternate rows ofrivetted and butted rings. 
Mail fragments found on the Benty Grange helmet 
were possibly only the neckguard, and have not 
survived. (A good example of a helmet with a mail 
neckguard occurs in a contemporary grave in 
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Saxon tanged arrowhead. 
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Sweden.) A manuscript ofr. 1000 still shows waist- 
length mail shirts with vandyked lower edges and 
short sleeves, but a manuscript of fifty years later 
shows a king’s shirt as longer and split at front and 
rear, presumably to make riding a horse easier. By 
c. 1010 some long-sleeved mail shirts were also 
coming into use among the high-born. 

Helmets were also worn, but these do not become 


common until the 10th century and were probably 
only worn by high-ranking warriors prior to that 
date. Even under Knut the lower thegns were not 
wearing either mail or helmet, and it was probably 
only in subsequent years that the iron helmet was 
worn by all the thegns and professional warriors. 

Only one Anglo-Saxon helmet has survived in 
England: the Benty Grange helmet now in 
Sheffield Museum. This is made from a brow band 
and four iron arches, with the spaces between filled 
originally by horn plates. A straight bar or nasal 
protects the face. The helmet is topped by a bronze 
wild boar, emblem of the Teutonic god Frey. 
Helms ‘guarded by boars' are mentioned in 
Beowulf, ‘wrought so that no blade could pierce 
them.’ It may be that the boar provided not just the 
protection of the god, but some physical reinforce¬ 
ment to the crown. 

By the beginning of the ioth century' the type of 
helmet now referred to as the spangenhelm had made 
its appearance. These could be hammered out of 
one piece of iron, either including a nasal guard or 
with this bar added, but were more usually of the 
framework type, but more spherical, and with the 
horn plates now beginning to be replaced by metal 
ones. The nasal was probably not common until 
this date. 

A mail hood, known as the healsbeorg , was 
introduced in the 9th century, again for the richer 
men only. This covered the back of the head, cheeks 
and chin, and by the beginning of the 10th century 
had become quite common amongst the profes¬ 
sional warriors. Its name became corrupted to 
hauberk , a term subsequently applied to hood and 
shirt together. 

A more common form of headgear until the 11 th 
century' was the hat now referred to as the 
‘Phrygian cap'. None have survived, but it is 
extensively illustrated in contemporary' manu¬ 
scripts {see earlier illustrations) and dates back to at 
least the Carolingian period. It was probably a 
simple leather cap, the various methods of stitching 
the upper edges perhaps being a means of creating 
extra strength along the crest, though it may also 
have been worn over a steel cap. A surviving steel 
cap which could have been worn under other 
headgear is small and rounded, fitting close to the 
head, and is made up from a head band and a series 
of interlaced strips w hich create a lattice effect. 
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The Jikirn 


m' 
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A Saxon ceorl with short-hafted axe and shield, and possibly a 
simple helmet, tackles a member of the warrior class armed 
with spear, sword, shield and what is probably a mail shirt. 
From a contemporary manuscript. 


The Viking Age can conveniently be defined as 
commencing with the first raid on Lindisfarne in 
793 and ending with the defeat of the army of 
Harald Hardraada at Stamford Bridge in 1066. 
However, this is a prejudiced view, a time limit set 
by those who suffered at the hands of the Viking 
raiders, for the Vikings were on the move as traders 
and settlers long before 793, while the end of the 
Viking Age was brought about as much by 
Christianity as by the success of the Anglo-Saxons 
at Stamford Bridge. 

Whatever the exact chronological definition of 
the Viking Age, the Viking raiders burst suddenly 
into the mainstream of history in 793, terrorizing 
most of the then-known world, founding earldoms 
and kingdoms from the Thames to the Volga, and 





Left, the rich helmet from the Sutton I loo find, 
closely resembling the Viking helmets (see later): 
right, a reconstruction of the Benty Grange helmet. 
(Gerry Embleton) 
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Warrior of the latr Saxon period, from a con¬ 
temporary manuscript. The pointed helmet is fairly 
typical of illustrations in manuscripts, as is the lack 
of armour. 



Saxons riding to battle, apparently without either armour or 
helmets. From a contemporary manuscript. 



having a profound effect on the making of modern 
Europe. ‘ A furore normannorum libera nos . Domine 9 
('From the fury of the Northmen deliver us, () 
Lord' , prayed Christians throughout Europe but it 
was to be two and a half centuries before their 
prayers were answered. 

Where did the Vikings come from, and why? 
They were Swedes, Danes and Norwegians, Scan¬ 
dinavians from a self-contained northern society 
which spoke a common language and shared a 
common culture. Originally traders, whose trading 
posts in foreign lands frequently grew into colonies, 
they leave us evidence that just prior to the 
beginning of the Viking Age there was a marked 
population explosion. The limited farming lands of 
Scandinavia could not support the increased 
population, and large-scale expansion began: as 
early as 8io, raids were being co-ordinated to 
obtain not just loot, but land. 

It was the Norwegians who began the raids, but 
the Danes and Swedes soon followed suit. Sweden 
faces the east, and the Swedes naturally thrust 
across the Baltic and into the steppes of Russia, 
following the rivers and lakes, down the Volga and 
Dnieper towards the great trading centres of 
Baghdad and Byzantium. Their own main trading 
centres were established at Novgorod, Kiev and 
Smolensk, and their leaders ruled here as princes. 
The Vikings called these lands Greater Sweden, 
but the Arab and Byzantine writers of the 9th and 
10th centuries, in their frequent mentions of the 
Vikings, referred to them as the Rus probably a 
corruption of the Finnish word for Sweden, Ruotsi ), 
and thus the Vikings both created and gave their 
name to Russia. 

Those who settled in the great cities traded furs, 
honey, amber, wax and slaves to the East, and 
brought back the perfumes, spices and silks for 
which the East was famous. But the lighting men 
soon grew' restless and moved on to go a-viking once 
again. Four times Rus fleets sailed across the Black 
Sea to attack Constantinople, which they knew 
only as Miklagard, the Big City, a legendary' source 
of enormous wealth at the edge of the known world. 
The Byzantine emperors, impressed by the lighting 
ability of these warriors, recruited a special corps of 
Vikings for their army the Varangfan Guard 
and so harnessed much of this surplus energy lor 
their own good, a typical Byzantine manoeuvre. For 
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Conical iron helmets of the spangenhelm type, 
hammered from one piece of metal. 

V___ J 

more than two centuries the Northmen served 
Byzantium as shock troops in the field and as the 
emperor’s bodyguard at home, and many a 

I imestone in Scandinavia mourns a warrior lost in a 
far-off land: 'vard daudr i Grik-kium 9 (‘died among 
the Greeks 1 ). 

()vcr the decades the Vikings who had settled in 
Russia lost their distinctive identity and were 
absorbed by the local Slav population, and by the 

II th century the princes of the great city states were 
purely Slavic. By this date Kiev had a population of 


some 75,000 and was the largest and strongest state 
in all Europe. 

The Danes and Norwegians generally sailed 
south through the North Sea to western Europe, 
Britain and Ireland. At first the Norwegians 
pillaged and settled in theOrkneys, Shetlands. I leb- 
ridesand Isle of Man. From these bases they turned 
on Ireland, raiding year after year until by 845 they 
had established fortified harbours from Galway to 
Cork, and could ravage the whole of Ireland at 
will. No attempt was made to subjugate the 
country; instead, the Norwegians built Ireland’s 
towns Dublin, Limerick, Waterford, Wicklow 
and Wexford all trading centres. As in Russia, the 
V ikings then gradually merged with the local 
population until in 1014 the last of them were 
defeated at the battle of Clontarf by the army of 
Brian Boru, High King of Ireland. 

In 834 the Danish V ikings first appeared in force, 
raiding along the English Channel. Thereafter they 
appeared annually. Their effect is best described by 
a monk, writing at the time: ‘The Vikings overrun 
all that lies before them, and none can withstand 
them. They seize Bordeaux, Perigueux, Limoges, 
Angouleme, Toulouse; Angers, Tours and Orleans 
are made deserts. Ships past counting voyage up 


Viking route*. 
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A typical Viking raiding ship, of a classic design which could not be bettered with all today's skills. 
Strong enough to carry a sail yet light enough to be rowed very fast, with a shallow draught which 
enabled it to be landed on any handy beach, yet with more freeboard than the Saxon boats, ships 
such as these made the Viking Age possible. (Gerry Embleton) 




the Seine, and throughout the entire region evil 
grows strong. Rouen is laid waste, looted and 
burnt: Paris, Beauvais, Meaux are taken, Melun’s 
stronghold is razed to the ground, Chartres 
occupied, Evrcux and Bayeux looted, and every 
town invested.’ 

By the middle of the 9th century many of the 
Vikings were taking up semi-residence on the 
French rivers, wintering near the mouths and 
harrying inland in the fine weather. In 859 sixty- 
two ships sailed southwards from the Loire in 
search of fresh targets. They pillaged the Iberian 
coast, put Algeciras to the sword, and penetrated 
into the Mediterranean to ravage the North 
African coast. They wintered in the Rhone River 
delta and looted Arles, Mimes and other cities in the 
region, then sailed on to Italy, where they looted 
and burnt Pisa. 

England had meanwhile been suffering as badly, 
if not worse, for here the raiders seemed intent on 
conquest, not just loot. London, Rochester and 
Canterbury fell to the Vikings, as did (briefly) the 
capital of Winchester, and only Alfred of Wessex 
was able to resist them effectively. Alfred managed 


to defeat the Danes in the south, but he could not 
save the north-cast, and the wide belt of land 
between the east coast from the Thames estuary 
almost to the Tees, and the west coast from 
Liverpool to Carlisle, was ruled by the Danes and 
became known as the Danelaw. 

After Alfred the power of the English kings 
declined, and by the end of the 10th century the 
Danes were attacking in ever-increasing strength. 
King Aethelred levied a tax the Danegeld to 
buy off the raiders, but this only encouraged more 
to pour into England for the easy money. In 994, 
the first year of the Danegeld, 16,000 pounds of* 
silver were paid to the Danes: by 1012, when the 
last Danegeld was paid, it had risen to 48,000 
pounds. Aethelred fled in 1016 and the whole of 
England submitted to a Danish king, Knut. By 
1027 Knut had welded England, Denmark, Nor¬ 
way and part of Sweden into a Scandinavian 
empire. 

However, by this date the situation was changing 
for the worse so far as the Vikings were concerned. 
Ireland had been lost in 1014. Iceland had declared 
independence. Knut died in 1035 and his empire 
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England, Scotland and Ireland at the time of the Viking 
invasion*. 
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broke up, his son and successor holding the English 
throne only until 1042, when the Anglo-Saxon 
monarchs re-ascended the throne. Kingdoms had 
now been firmly established all over Europe, with 
defined frontiers guarded by professional soldiers. 
Christianity had arrived in Denmark and Norway, 
and bishops were preaching the message of the 
‘White Christ’ in th<* last pagan strongholds of 
Sweden. Men could no longer go a-viking with an 
expectation of reward. Yet one name still shone 
with the glory of the olden times, attracting men to 
go a-viking: Harald Hardraada. 

Harald had been wounded in a battle for the 
Norwegian throne at the age of fifteen and had fled 
to Kiev, where he unsuccessfully courted the 
daughter of the ruler, Yaroslav the Wise. He sailed 
on to Miklagard, joined the Varangian Guard and 
eventually rose to be its commander. For ten years 
he campaigned from tin* Greek islands to Asia 
Minor, from the Caucasus Mountains to Jeru¬ 
salem; then in 1044 he returned to Kiev, im¬ 
mensely rich, and won his princess. In 1047 he was 
crowned king of Norway, and for the next two 
decades was known as the Thunderbolt of the 
North, pillaging throughout Scandinavia. In 1066, 
on the death of the English king, he turned his 
ambitions to England, on whose throne he held a 
claim. ()n 25 September Harald Hardraada, the 
last great Viking leader, died at the battle of 
Stamford Bridge: with him died not only the 
Viking raids on Europe, but also the Viking Age, 
and his death marked the end of Scandinavian 
influence over western Europe. 

Organization 

The culture of the Vikings denies the claim that 
they were barbarians, but in the first century of the 
Viking raids at least the raiders certainly lacked 
organization and resembled nothing so much as 
nomads. There were no kings as such, merely 
warlords, though sometimes when a number of 
bands were united for an expedition one chief 
might be chosen as the leader, and this could lead to 
him later becoming a petty king if a settlement was 
made. This is perhaps underlined by an exchange 
between a Frankish messenger and a Viking ship on 
the River Eure in France in the 10th century. The 
Frank demanded, ‘What is the name of your 


master?’ Back came the reply, ‘We have no lord, we 
are all equals’. 

However, it would be wrong to underestimate 
the |x>wer of such warlords and petty kings, for 
although they had no machinery for government, 
still they were the law, and had at their backs 
private bodyguards which made sure the kings' 
commands were obeyed. 

Under these kings were the other leaders, who 
became jarls, or earls. They held lands, owned 
ships, and had their own body of loyal warriors with 
which to assert their importance. They were 
especially prominent in Norway, where the geog¬ 
raphy led to the emergence of a number of powerful 
families which established lordship over the sur¬ 
rounding settlements. 

At the bottom of the social scale was the peasant 
or bondir , the backbone of the people, smallholders 
and freemen, roughly equivalent to the Saxon 
ceorl. Like the ceorl they were men of some 
property in land and stock, and had the right to 
bear arms. They cultivated their land 1>\ the use of 
thralls or bondmen, ‘unfreemen’ who were little 
more than slaves and w ho could not bear arms. 

It was the chiefs and their bands of warriors who 
went on the raids. Legend has made these warriors 
invincible, but the smallness of the war bands and 
their loose organization, with each man lighting as 
an individual, meant that they were frequently 
defeated when faced by the regular trained troops 
of the later Frankish and Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, 
and they were always most successful at hit-and- 
run raids along the coasts. 

Similarly, the size of their armies has been 
greatly exaggerated; the fact that they were all 
professional warriors not peasants meant that 
they were never very numerous at any one place or 
time. The ‘great horde’ which invaded Northum¬ 
bria in 865 probably did not exceed 500 w arriors at 
the most. 

Losses at sea and in battle frequently meant that 
as many as two-thirds of those who set out might 
perish, but this was accepted, for there was more 
loot and more honour for the survivors, and more 
chance of achieving higher status at home. (A 
Viking’s attitude must have been very similar to 
that of the younger officers in the small corps of 
Royal Marines in peacetime, who would pray fora 
liberty boat full of senior officers to sink so that the 
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junior officers might achieve promotion and 
increased pay before retirement overtook them!) 

When a Viking chief took a war band a-viking he 
might have no idea what would happen during the 
course of the voyage, but always he would be 
seeking the opportunity by which he might achieve 
great wealth whatever the method, lie might 
sack and burn a series of towns and religious 
establisliments for their precious metals and slaves; 
he might just as easily discover a favourable site for 
trading, establish a trading post and achieve wealth 
and fame through commercial expansion. In this 
case many of his best lighting men would move on, 
but his wealth would retain a sufficiently strong 
armed band to protect his interests. The warriors 
were not followed by the peasant class, as the Saxon 
war bands were followed to England by their 
farmers and craftsmen, and this explains why the 
V ikings were often assimilated into the local 
population, over whom they at first established 
themselves as an aristocracy. 

We have seen briefly how the trading centres and 
routes became established. Raiding, by the lesser 
chiefs and their small bands, continued throughout 
the Viking Age, but as early as 810 an organized 
military operation at a national level was under¬ 
taken: King Godfrey of Denmark's invasion of 
Friesland. In the second half of the 9th century 
large campaigns were conducted to gain territory 
lor colonization, and great parts of northern 
France. England and Ireland became occupied 
and ruled by Vikings. By the 10th century the kings 
ol Scandinavia had emerged as extremely powerful 
rulers, and this in itself had an effect on the 
activities of all Vikings. 

In Sweden, Norway and Denmark there now 
existed the Leidang , a levy of ships, men, armaments 
and prov isions which could be summoned by the 
king and which had to be supplied by the 
population on a proportional basis. The Leidang 
may have been in existence towards the end of the 
9th century, for our earliest information on it, in the 
early 10th century, shows it to be fully established 
and highly organized by that date. It could be 
called out locally or nationally, but was essentially 
a naval force. Coastal areas were divided into 
Shiprtdes responsible for supplying the ships, and 
each Shiprede was then divided into a number of 
farms or groups of farms, each of which had to 
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Viking swords found in the Thames and River Witham: all 
belong to the period after c. 950. 

supply a man. together with his equipment and 
sustenance. The similarity to the Anglo-Saxon 
Fyrd is obvious. 

In the event ofan invasion (unlikely at this date) 
the whole Lcidang could be called out, including 
even the thralls; but a Half-Ladang y a levy of the 
jarls and their hirdmen or housecarls, was called for 
attacks launched against an enemy. This meant the 
Scandinavian kings now had a highly organized 
military system on call, and in the 10th century 
military expeditions were conducted for political 
and commercial gain. Probably the finest example 


of the Vikings waging calculated warfare is the 
series of invasions of England under Svein Pork- 
beard, planned to yield treasure hitherto un¬ 
dreamed of and ultimately to secure the crown and 
all the lands of England. 'Phis was no serif's of 
haphazard campaigns, but a twenty-year war 
carefully planned by Svein. 

Four military camps were built in his kingdom of 
Denmark, at Trelleborg, Aggersborg, Fvrkat and 
Odense. Trelleborg, on a headland in western 
Zealand, was built between 975 and 1050, 
primarily as a naval and military base, h had easy 
access from the sea, yet was protected against 
attacks and sheltered from storms. The camp was 
surrounded by a ditch and earthwork and con¬ 
tained sixteen boat-shaped ‘barracks', in four 
groups of four. It has been estimated that it could 
house 1,200 men. 

Aggersborg, in northern Jutland, is almost in the 
centre of Denmark's largest fjord system, the Lim 
Fjord in Viking times the starting point for many 
raids on England. The camp’s layout is similar to 
Trelleborg and dates from the same period, but it is 
much bigger, with forty-eight barracks in twelve 
blocks. 

Fvrkat is in north-eastern Jutland, at the head of 
the narrow Mariager-Hobro fjord. Again, it closely 
resembles Trelleborg and is dated at about the end 
of the loth century. Odense is at the head of a long 
fjord, in the middle of modern Odense, and is also 
dated as late 10th century. 

All four camps are strategically placed for 
communication by land and water; all could serve 
either an army, a fleet, or both; and all were 
constructed to the same geometric pattern at about 
the same date. There is little doubt remaining that 
these camps were the staging areas for the Danish 
conquest of England under Svein. 

Arms and Armour 

For the Viking, the sword was the principal 
weapon, with the axe a close second and the spear 
relegated to third place. (Spearmen often carried 
bows, which tends to confirm the relative lack of 
status of both these weapons and the men who 
carried them.) All those comments made concern¬ 
ing the value attached to Saxon swords, and to the 
use of hilt rings, apply equally to the swords of the 
Vikings. 
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Warrior of Scandinavian Vendel culture, 1.550-800 
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At this time the best blades were made by the 
Franks, and therefore the Vikings imported their 
blades, as had the Saxons, from the Rhineland. Not 
all were pattern-welded, however, and many were 
oflocal and simpler manufacture. In one Icelandic 
saga the warrior Steinthor, who owned a sword 
with a beautiful silver inlaid hilt, is described thus 
in battle: ‘he found that the beautiful wrought 
sword wouldn't bite when it hit armour, and he 
often had to stop and straighten it under his foot.’ 
Of such stuff are nightmares made, and it is no 
wonder that the imported swords achieved such 
fame. 

After c. 900 the new type of* blade emerged, no 
longer pattern-welded but now of flexible, fine- 
quality steel. These blades had a pronounced taper 
towards the point, making the sword lighter and 
consequently easier to wield. The slightly more 
pronounced point could also be used for thrusting. 
Including the 10cm tang, these swords were about 
90cm in length: a sword as long as 95cm was a 
rarity. The fuller now usually bore a name on one 
side and an inlaid trellis pattern on the other. 

In Norway there were also many single-edged, 
straight blades with the point in line with the back 
edge, and a very few of these blades were slightly 
curved. 

The Vikings loved richness and colour in their 
weapons and dress, and in the early period their 
sword hilts were often plated with tin, copper, silver 
or gold. These hilts had a characteristic short, thick 
crossguard, and trilobate pommel. After about 950 
the guards became longer and curved towards the 
blade, and the hilts were often richly chased and 
gilded, or inlaid with copper, silver, gold or niello. 
Many such hilts were made in Sweden. The grips 
were little wider than the width of a man’s hand, 
indicating that it was not normal or necessary to 
employ two hands, though some Vikings frequently 
did so. 

Scabbards were of the same design as the Saxon 
ones, and were normally suspended from a waist 
belt, though occasionally a baldric might be used. 

The axe was a characteristically Scandinavian 
weapon, and to the victims of their raids the long- 
handled, broad-bladed battleaxe came to be the 
distinctive symbol of the Vikings almost a terror 
weapon, for when wielded with both hands it could 
cleave through any armour and the man inside it, 



Danish sword hilt of the earlier period. (Antivarittk- 
Topogratitika Arkivct, Stockholm) 


or literally slice the head off a horse. There were 
many varieties of axe, but the two main types were 
the bearded and broad axe. The older bearded axe 
or skeggox dates from the 8th century and was 
probably developed under the influence of the 
fransisca, with the lower point of the cutting edge 
much longer than the upper one, the point being 
cut off square. The heads of the skeggox slowly 
increased in size over the years until the upper and 
lower |>oints were some 23cm apart, with a convex 
cutting edge between them. This was the broad 
axe, first popular c . 1000, and the most common 
Viking axe of the 1 ith century. The cutting edge 
was often made of specially hardened steel, welded 
on to the head. Both types of axe had angular necks 
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Swedish spearheads and uxehead, all richly inlaid. The 
axehead is of the earlier skeggox type. (Antivarisk- 
Topograiiska Arkivet, Stockholm) 

and were sometimes beautifully decorated with 
silver inlay on blade and neck. 

From the illustrations on the Bayeux tapestry it 
would appear that the broad axe had a haft about 
1*251x1 in length. The axe was held in the shield 
hand, that is behind the shield, if a spear was also 
carried, but frequently a warrior would be armed 
with only axe and sword and if he carried a shield 
this was slung over his back on a long strap to leave 
both hands free. The axe was held with the left 
hand uppermost so that it was swung from the left 
shoulder to catch an opponent on his unshielded 
side. There was little defence against the broad 
axe’s immense power, and lx>th attacker (who was 
unprotected when striking) and attacked relied 
mainly on agility to survive. It is interesting that 
only axemen were admitted to the bodyguard of 
Knut: the start of the tradition of axe-armed 
housecarls belonging to the English kings. 
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Viking spearheads found in various parts of Sweden. Second 
from the left is the broad-bladed hoggspjot type, possibly used 
in the fashion of the later pole-arms. (Anti varisk-Topograii ska 
Arkivet, Stockholm). 

Spears were much as described under the 
Saxons, of both throwing and thrusting varieties: 
some of the later thrusting spears were richly inlaid 
with geometrical patterns in silver across the base of 
the blade. These were probably the hewing spear 
(Old Norse hoggspjot), not designed to be thrown at 
all, though this term may have been for yet another 
form of spear, a heavier, slashing staff weapon. 

Viking shields were round, on average about 
60cm in diameter, with iron boss and sometimes 
iron edging. Unlike the Saxon round shields, they 
were always flat, but otherwise construction was 
the same. The Norwegians in Ireland often used the 
cone boss, cither derived from the native Irish 
shields or because smiths were not available to 
produce the other type of boss at a reasonable price. 

Most men carried a small, single-edged knife at 
their belt, with a simple handle of wood or bone. 
The Norwegians had a liking for the Saxon 
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Top, helmet of the type found in the 10th-century 
Gjermundbu grave: bottom, helmet of frame and 
plates with nasal bar usually associated with the 
later Norman helmets. (Gerry Embleton) 
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Reconstruction of a Danish or possibly Jute shield: 
the metal decoration each side of the boss probably 
indicates that there was a leather strap for the 
forearm as well as the metal hand grip. 

\ ___ J 

langscax, large, single-edged weapons which were 
virtually swords in their own right. 

Archery was popular throughout Scandinavia, 
and many examples of bows have been found. The 
Norwegians are referred to by the chroniclers as 
famous bowmen; and King Edmund of Anglia was, 
of course, martyred in 870 by Danes using him as a 
target. However, it is doubtful if the bow was much 
used in war prior to the 12th century, and it was 
probably only used then by the lesser warriors. A 
yew bow found in Ireland, together with a Viking 
type of sword, was 185cm long and of D-section. 
Other examples range from 150 to 180cm. Arrows 
have also been found, measuring from ( 5 i to 91cm. 
Arrowheads have been found in great numbers and 
are usually of a narrow leaf-shape, from 10 to 15cm 
long. The heads are sometimes barbed, mostly 
tanged, but some are socketed. The four (lights 
were glued in position and secured with tarred 
twine. Cylindrical quivers were used. 

Very little is known about the armour worn by 
Vikings, as there are few illustrations and no grave 
finds have included mail. The mail shirt, described 
for the Saxons, was probably only ever worn by the 
leaders and the warriors in their war bands, and 
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Viking helmet as portrayed on a carved antler of the nth 
century, found at Sigtuna, Sweden. (Antivarisk-Topografiska 
Arkivet, Stockholm) 
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possibly by only some of the latter: it was never as 
common as we are given to believe. 

Only a few helmets survive from the Viking Age, 
so that it is also difficult to be precise about these. 
However, the most remarkable find, in the 10th- 
century Gjcrmundbu grave, shows a simple round- 
ded cap built up from four ribs and a brow band, 
with a spike on the crest and a nose and eye guard, 
the latter of spectacle shape. Similar helmets have 
been found in pre-Viking Swedish graves at Vendel 
(Sigurd's helmet of r. 575) and Valsgardc; and 
there is also the helm of St Wenceslas in Prague 
Cathedral, which is of this general pattern and 
dates from pre-935. It would seem that mail face 
guards were suspended from the eye guards of some 
of these helmets, but these were of fine mesh and 
did not reach to the mail shirt to cover the neck. 

The ‘Phrygian cap' does occur on rare occasions; 
a notable example is the portrayal of Sigurd the 
Dragon-slayer in the 12th-century portals of the 
stave church at Hyiestad in Norway. However, a 
leather hat seems an unsatisfactory form of head¬ 
dress for a hero, and the source is in any case much 
later than the Viking Age. 

Winged helmets appear to have been figments of 
the Victorian imagination, but horned helmets do 
occur and are illustrated on some of the textiles 
found in the gth-century Oseberg ship. These 
helmets were not designed for battle, and were 
probably only used for religious ceremonies. 

It is possible that a few of the kings and greater 
earls may have worn some lorm of greave; a 
sensible defence as the legs were unguarded by the 
shield and contemporary accounts often mention 
men having their leg or legs chopped oil. No greaves 
have been found, and illustrations of them are rare. 
The first illustration is dated c . 890 and shows a 
Dane and two companions with thin metal plates 
attached to the front of their stockings and reaching 
from knee to instep. An example at the beginning of 
the 11 th century covers the foot also, but greaves do 
not seem to have been used much after the end of 
the 11 th century, and it is perhaps significant that 
this is the date when the kite shield was introduced. 

In the late 12th century, laws were laid down to 
regulate the weapons which male adults should 
own. This is long after the Viking Age but has some 
historical relevance and gives a fair indication of 
what must have been an even greater lack of 


armour in the preceding centuries: 

Sweden: shield, sword, spear and iron hat for 
each man. A mail coat or protective jerkin and a 
bow and three dozen arrows per rowing bench. An 
axe might be used instead of a sword. 

Norway: shield, sword or axe, and spear for each 
man. A bow and two dozen arrows per bench. 

Denmark : shield, sword, spear and iron hat for 
each man. The styraewian (literally th^r helmsman, 
but meaning officer or skipper, commander of the 
local levy) had to provide, with the help of his 
neighbour, a horse, a coat of mail, and a crossbow 
and bolts, along with a man to use the latter. 

Although the Viking fought on fool, his employ¬ 
ment of the horse in war should not be ignored. The 
Viking’s favourite animal was his horse, which was 
often buried with him. and he must have been a 
good horseman, unlike the Saxon. The Viking 
breed of horse has survived in Iceland, unchanged 
since the Viking Age: it is a small, sturdy breed, with 
coats of brown, brown and w hite, or brow n-w hite 
piebald. 

The early raiders soon learnt to rustle horses to 
increase their mobility, although still fighting on 
foot at all times, and captured Frankish horses were 
actually shipped to England in 885 and 892 by the 
Danes, pre-dating by 174 years the much- 
acclaimed shipping of horses to England by the 
Normans in 1066. 


The Normans 

By r. 900 the Vikings had ravaged northern France 
to such an extent that there was little plunder to be 
found along the rivers which had formed their 
major avenue of attack; yet ironically it was a 
Danish army, which arrived in 911 to pillage the 
lower Seine valley under a leader named Hrolf, 
that was to create the Viking’s only lasting impact 
on western Europe. 

Hrolf attempted to besiege Chartres without 
success, but his army was such a threat to the Seine 
valley that Charles, King of the Franks, negotiated 
a treaty with him at St Clair-sur-Epte. Under this 
treaty all the land bounded by the rivers Bresle, 
Epic, Avre and Dives (upper Normandy) was 
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granted to the Vikings. In effect this was the land 
the Danes already controlled. By 924 the Franks 
had to grant the Danes the districts of Bayeux, 
Exmcs and Sees, and in 933 the Cotentin and 
Avranchin. Hrolf, baptized in 912, was now know n 
as Rollo, and within two generations he and his 
Vikings had adopted the Franks’ language, re¬ 
ligion, laws, customs, political organization and 
methods of warfare, to become Franks in all but 
name for they were now known as Normans, men 
of Normandy the land of the Nordmanni or 
Northmen. 

The Normans’ love of the sea and their dynamic 
energy led to commercial prosperity, and by the 
middle of the 11 tit century Normandy was one of 
the most powerful states in Christendom. Their 
love of adventure led also to great migrations in the 
11 th century: to Spain to fight the Moors; to 
Byzantium to fight the l urks; to Sicily in 1061 to 
light the Saracens; to England in tobb to conquer 
that land, and subsequently Wales, southern 
Scotland and Ireland; and, as individual adven¬ 
turers, to southern Italy as mercenaries. In many 
ways the 11 th century belonged to the Normans; 
they had a major share in all the developments and 
achievements of Europe, were responsible for the 
major part of the expansion of western Europe and 
Christianity, and by the end of the century had 
established a chain of Norman states stretching 
from the Atlantic to the eastern shores of the 
Mediterranean. 

In Italy the revolt against Byzantine rule began 
in 1009, and from 1015 Normans were recruited to 
light for the rebels. These mercenaries were virtually 
wiped out in 1016 by the Byzantine army which 
included detachments of the Varangian Guard 
and those Normans who followed later took service 
in the Byzantine army alongside the descendants of 
their own predecessors. 

During the next decade, landless Normans 
drifted south to light in the armies of the Byzantine 
theme of Langobardia, and in the armies of 
Salerno, Capua and Naples: Norman fought 
Norman in these petty wars of southern Italy. But 
in 1029 Sergius IV of Naples regained his throne 
with the aid of a Norman band under Rainulf, and 
granted the Normans the border castle of Aversa to 
hold as a frontier post against Capua. Other 
Lombard princes followed this example, and soon 



at least a dozen Norman leaders had received land 
grants. With their own bases, the Normans were 
able to become robber barons, exploiting the wars 
between the Lombard duchies and maritime cities, 
between the Byzantine and Holy Roman emperors. 

Then in 1038 Rainulf went over to Capua and 
was made Count of Aversa by the Holy Roman 
Emperor. Rainulfsent to Normandy for more men, 
and amongst the new adventurers were William 
and Drogo d’Hauteville, who were followed over a 
period of years by eight of their brothers. 

In 1040 the Normans lighting for Byzantium 
turned against their employers and seized the towns 
of Melfi and Venosa. In the spring of 1041 a joint 
Norman and Lombard army defeated the Byzan¬ 
tines on the River Ofanto. The Normans now 
claimed all Byzantine territory as theirs by right, 
and divided Apulia between themselves, forming 
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Seal of William the Conqueror. On the reverse he it* portrayed 
bearing a kite shield and ‘lance’. He wears a long-sleeved 
hauberk and mail coif, and a helmet of unusual design, not 
illustrated in the Bayeux tapestry. 

twelve counties. The Holy Roman Emperor’s 
recognition of Rainulf and Drogo as imperial 
vassals set the seal on this. 

In 1057 Robert Guiscard succeeded his brother 
Drogo and proceeded to methodically subjugate 
most of southern Italy. In 1060 he took the last 
Byzantine stronghold in Calabria and in the same 
year began his conquest of Sicily. Bari, the last 
Byzantine stronghold in Italy, fell to him in 1071; 
in 1073 Amalfi acknowledged him as overlord; in 
1076 Salerno surrendered to him; in 1081 he 
attacked Corfu; in 1084 he sacked Rome; in 1090 
he took Malta; and he finally conquered Sicily in 
1091. Guiscard now ruled the most cultured and 
technically advanced empire in all of Latin 
Christendom. 

In Guiscard’s homeland, William Duke of 
Normandy had not been exactly idle either. He 
succeeded to the dukedom at the age of seven or 
eight, and for the next twelve years the dukedom 
was in a constant state ol anarchy and disorder. The 
revolt of the barons came to a head in 1047, when 
the whole of lower Normandy rose, but with the 
help of his feudal overlord Henry I of France, 
William, at the age of twenty, crushed the revolt on 
the field of Val es Dunes, near Caen. The castles of 
the rebellious barons were razed, and never again 
did the nobles challenge the duke’s pow f er. 

Normandy had Flanders to the north, France to 
the east, Brittany to the west, and Maine and Anjou 
to the south. The Flemings were friendly, and this 


friendship was cemented bv William’s marriage to 
Matilde, daughter of the Count of Flanders. Anjou, 
on the other hand, was bent on extending its 
frontiers, and for the next decade Anjou and 
Normandy fought each other in the intervening 
county of Maine. There were also campaigns 
against Brittany. The king of France, who saw the 
growth of ducal power in Normandy as a threat to 
French suzerainty, sided with Anjou in 1054 and 
invaded Normandy. William was triumphant on 
the field of Mortemer, and again at Varaville in 
1058, but refused to follow up his advantage by a 
direct attack on his feudal lord. Not until 1063 4, 
with the capture of the chief city of Le Mans, did 
William succeed in conquering Maine. Two years 
later he invaded and conquered England. 

Neither William’s nor Guiscard’s empires ap¬ 
pear particularly large' on a modern map, yet their 
importance in the 1 ith century was enormous, for 
outside of Islam and Byzantium they were the first 
great states to be effectively organized since the fall 
ol' Rome. 

Organization 

Following the normal custom, the lesser chiefs of 
the Danes had become established as the aristoc¬ 
racy under the Duke of Normandy, but as we have 
seen, as early as 1047 these nobles were brought to 
heel by the duke. This enabled the duke to assume 
total control and in Normandy, as nowhere else so 
fully at this date, feudalism was organized and 
controlled for public ends. Military service by 
feudal vassals was rendered in exchange for the 
tenure of certain pieces of land (or fees) and this 



service was assessed in rough units of live or ten 
‘knights’. The amount of service was fixed by 
custom and regularly enforced. Private war be¬ 
tween the duke’s vassals was strictly limited; castle 
building was permitted only under ducal licence 
and on condition that the castles be handed over to 
the duke on demand; coinage, generally a valued 
privilege of the greater lords, was controlled 
exclusively by the duke; local administration was 
entrusted to vicecomes or sheriffs, who represented 
the ducal or public interest as opposed to the feudal 
or local interest and who commanded the local 
levy; and even the Church was controlled by the 
duke. Not for nothing were the energetic Normans 
known as ‘the men who made things work’. 

By the time of the conquest of England, there¬ 
fore, William had a highly organized feudal state 
with the nobility, bishops and abbots all owing him 
knights’. Yet William’s resources were still in¬ 
adequate for such a vast undertaking, for only a 
limited amount of the military potential of the 
dukedom was actually at his disposal. For example, 


the greater part of the knight service owed to a 
Norman tenant-in-chief was for use by that tenant- 
in-chief alone. Thus the duke could claim the 
services of only one sixth of the knights owing 
military sendee to the bishop of Bayeux. Further¬ 
more, the tenants-in-chief did not regard service 
across the Channel as part of their feudal obli¬ 
gation, so that even though many Norman barons 
and knights followed William to England, they did 
so not as a feudal levy but as adventurers or hired 
mercenaries seeking booty and land. 

The ‘Norman’ army at Hastings has been 
estimated at about 7,000 men: of this number 
probably less than half came from Normandy. To 
make up the numbers William recruited mercen¬ 
aries from all over Europe: mailed cavalrymen 
and infantry, archers and slingers, from Flanders, 
Brittany, Picardy, tin* Boulonnais, and even some 
Noman adventurers from Sicily and southern Italy. 

In Italy military service was also rigorously 
exacted by Guiscard, but his tenants regularly 
revolted against his demands and on several 


Warriors in hauberks, framed and one-piece helmets, and 
with round shields, as portrayed in an i ith-century bible from 
Arras. All those in action are using their spears overarm. 
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William’* siege of Dinant, a* shown in the Bayeux tapestry. 
The Norman* on the left are obviously about to throw their 
spear*, while two of those on the right are using their spear* 
with an overarm thrusting action. 


occasions he had to abandon campaigns to deal 
with baronial risings. The same problem existed in 
Capua, where the count had great difficulty in 
controlling his hot-headed barons. 

The tenants-in-chief in both southern Italy and 
Sicily furnished elite Norman troops in exchange 
lor their land, while the lesser troops were levied 
from the native population, both in the towns and 
countryside. However, this supplied only about 
half the armed forces, and as many again were 
mercenaries, recruited from the Moslems. Their 
officers were drawn from the native aristocracy and 
were responsible for recruiting their own men. The 
Moslem mercenaries were used primarily as in¬ 
fantry and horsed archers, and also supplied the 
engineers Ibr sieges. 

Arms and Armour 

There was not a great deal of difference between 
the arms and armour of the Normans and those of 
the Vikings and Saxons, and the reader is therefore 
referred to the previous sections. However, there 
were several distinctive features, and these are 
sufficiently important to warrant an individual 
arms and armour heading for the Normans: further 
information on basic equipment may be found in 
the captions of the colour plates. 

Swords followed very much the late Viking 
pattern, and spears were much the same as the 
Saxon and Viking ones, except in their method of 
use. In 993 the Normans sent a contingent to fight 
in the French army: there was nothing unusual in 
this, except that the Normans served as cavalry. 
Now the Normans copied everything worthwhile 


from the Franks, and the Franks had been using 
armoured cavalrymen, that is lighting from horse¬ 
back, since the end of the 6th century. Both the 
Saxons and Vikings rode to battle, but both 
normally dismounted to fight: the Normans, as in 
so many other things, assimilated the experience of 
the Franks and put it to g<x>d use. 

The pastures of Normandy were rich in horses, 
and there is evidence to suggest that the Viking love 
for horses developed in the Normans to the extent 
that horses vied with ships for first place in their 
affections. It is likely that an unrecorded skill in the 
stable made them the best trainers of horses in 
France; and in battle great technical skill was 
needed to handle a shield, spear or sword, and the 
reins, all the time manoeuvring to seek an advan¬ 
tage, and this according to the Baveux tapestry 
mounted almost exclusively on stallions, which 
were accustomed to join in the fighting with 
hooves, teeth and forehead. 

Thus the Norman warrior, as well as using 
throwing and thrusting spears on foot, was also 
using these weapons from horseback from at least 
993. At Hastings in 1066 it is estimated that 2,000 of 
the 7,000-strong Norman army were cavalrymen, 
but it is not suggested that these cavalrymen 
charged home with a spear used as a lance, either 
overarm or underarm: in 1066 Normans were still 
individual warriors and nothing like a cavalry 
charge existed, and even if it had, nothing would 
have persuaded the riders to charge a shield wall, 
where they would immediately have been pierced 
by a spear or two, or chopped down by an axe. It is 
noticeable also that no source mentions or illus- 





What might hr termed a typical Norman warrior, with 
hauberk, helmet, kite shield and spear—except this portrayal 
is from a 12th-century Scandinavian tapestry. (Larousse) 
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Two Normans (named as William and an attendant) from the 
Baycux tapestry; they are armed with an iron-headed mace 
and a club. 

trates the infantry using their spears to provide a 
thicket of points against cavalry, as they would 
surely have done to make the charging horses 
refuse. 

For this cavalry the spears retained their normal 
role; the throwing spear for hurling at an enemy 
from close range in an attempt to create a gap in the 
shield wall, and the thrusting spear, used either 
overarm or underann, to probe lor weak spots in a 
man’s defences during individual combat. For 
example, Hugh lit/. Giroie was mortally wounded 
during a training exercise before the conquest by a 
‘lance’ carelessly thrown by his armiger (esquire). 
In the Bayeux tapestry, spears, or lances if you 
prefer, are shown being brandished: some of these 
may have been thrown, but an overarm thrust 
would also be the most effective wav for a mounted 
man to get a strike past a shield. 

The Norman shield was perhaps their most 
characteristic piece of equipment: the well-known 
kite-shaped shield which covered a man, whether 
on foot or horseback, from the shoulder to the shin. 
On horseback the unique shape enabled the shield 
to cover the undefended side down to the ankle, 
and was slung round the neck by a strap called the 
guige . For combat the left arm was placed through 


two vertical straps ( enarmes ) on the back of the 
shield, the left hand grasping the reins. 

Axes were used to a limited extent, but these 
were short-handled weapons, used on horseback 
with one hand, in place of a sword. 

The bow was known as the ‘Danish' bow, that is 
similar to that employed by the Vikings. Although 
comparatively ineffective against troops with 
shields, it could penetrate a hauberk and kill the 
wearer at ranges of up to 46m, and with a trajectory 
arrows could be sent some 92m. Archery w as much 
promoted by Charlemagne, but its use in warfare 
by the Franks declined after his death; William 
appears to have fostered the arm and developed a 
considerable body of archers, whose value he fully 
appreciated. The Normans were to continue to 
exploit archery in warfare in England, of course. 
Quivers were mostly worn at the waist belt. 

The mail shirt was of the normal interlinked ring 
construction, with alternate rows rivetted and 
butted, but in the 11 th century its length was 
increased to reach to the knees or even the calves, 
and it was slit at front and rear from hem to crotch 
to enable the wearer to ride a horse. It would 
appear to have been of a more robust construction 
than that of the Saxons and Vikings. The wide 
sleeves still reached only to the elbows, although by 
1066 a few of the nobles wore mail sleeves which 
reached to the wrist under the hauberk. 
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Helmets were of the spangenhelm type, made 
cither from one piece of metal, or of framework 
construction with plates. Both types had the nasal. 


The Plates 


A: Pre-Viking warrior of Scandinavian Vendel culture , 

c .550 800 

The dress, armour and w eapons of this w arrior are 
typical for the pre-Viking era and are based mainly 
on archaeological evidence from the burial site's of 
Vendel and Valsgardc in Uppland, Sweden. The 
helmet, although similar to the late Roman cavalry 
pattern, is especially typical of the early Saxon and 
Scandinavian periods. The helmet and shield 
found at Sutton Hoo in East Anglia, though from a 
mid-7th-ccntury burial, are similar to Swedish 
work of the 6th century; it is possible that the link is 
the Swedish origin of the East Anglian royal house 
of the Wuffingas. Other Vendel helmets of this 
pattern, but without the mail, have hinged neck- 
guards of metal strips or hinged cheek plates which 
join at the chin. 

The greaves (iron strips on leather straps) and 
mail shoes are according to Professor Post’s 
reconstruction of the Valsgardc find, and are one of 
a number of differing interpretations. The shield 
was whitewashed, and later the metal parts would 
have been richly enamelled in red. Note that the 
horse is not the* modern breed, but more w hat today 
would be termed a pony. 

It and C: Vikings, <jth / rth centuries 
The Vikings loved splendour in their clothing, and 
silks, brocades and much embroidery in gold 
thread have been found in their graves. One 
Viking, buried in Jutland, had with him a battle- 
axe with the head covered in silver inlay, coat culls 
of wool covered in silk and worked with gold 
thread, and two silk ribbons with delicate gold 
embroidery in an elaborate tendril pattern. The 
ribbons are probably the ornament known in the 
sagas as hi ad, which Vikings wore round their 
brows, rather like the modem ‘Indian’ fashion. The 
only jewellery generally worn by the men were* 
arm-rings of braided or twisted gold or silver the 



Norman archers as portrayed in the Bayeux tapestry. 


gifts of kings or earls to their retainers and a 
brooch to fasten the cloak, which was not worn in 
battle. 

Few Vikings wore the mail hauberk, and most 
are illustrated in their everyday clothing; a thick 
woollen coat reaching to mid-thigh, with long 
sleeves and sometimes belted at the waist, and 
either tight trousers of wool or wide and baggy ones 
rather like ‘plus fours’. An Arab source of the loth 
century says that Rus traders wore these very full 
trousers, gathered at the knees. Such trousers would 
have used a great deal of material, and would 
therefore be appropriate Ibr the richer Vikings, 
displaying their wealth on their persons. A stone 
from Gotland shows two duelling Vikings wearing 
this type of trousers, and the style is confirmed in a 
tapestry from Skog in northern Sweden, now in 
Stockholm Museum. The fashion lasted from the 
9th to the 11 th century. 

The beserker and ulfheonar w arriors have not been 
illustrated as there is no linn evidence of their 
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appearance. ‘ Beserk 1 has been interpreted both as 
‘bare-shirt’ and % bear-shirt\ and there is now no 
way of knowing which was meant by the sagas. The 
beserker definitely discarded his hauberk and 
helmet, but it is doubtful if he discarded his coat or 
shirt also. His main strength lay in his total 
disregard for his own life, for his opponents were at 
a psychological disadvantage the moment they saw 
him. 

The uliheonar, the wolfskin-clad ones, probably 
wore a wolfskin over their normal fighting attire, 
but the only evidence we have of their appearance 
is a helmet plaque of the 7th century, which shows a 
warrior with his head and upper body completely 
covered by a wolfskin. 

The right-hand figure in Plate G is shown 
wearing a helmet of the type found in the 10th- 
century Gjermundbu grave; it is of a similar 
pattern to the earlier Vendel helmets. The left- 
hand figure holds an early skeggox, developing 
from the fransisea. 

D and E: Dam s and Saxons , 9 th 1 ilh centuries 
Little has survived to show us exactly how warriors 
looked in this period, while the fact that Danes and 
Saxons were fighting each other in England for a 
century has tended to blur the lines between the 
two cultures. In any event, many of their weapons 
came from the same sources, and by the nth 
century, Danes were lighting alongside Saxons in 
the Saxon army, so inevitably fashions in clothing 
and weapons tended to merge. 

Plate 1) illustrates at the top two typical Danish 
Vikings. Below them arc a well-armed Dane and a 
Saxon peasant. The Saxon wears what might be 
loosely termed a Phrygian cap*. Various forms of 
this ubiquitous hat appear in Saxon manuscripts, 
but it is by no means clear exactly what it is made 
of, or its role. It may be boiled leather with a crest, 
which would provide quite a good head defence, or 
felt over a simple metal skull cap, or merely a 
fabric. Some forms are more ornate and are 
obviously not intended as defences; some of these 
resemble a type of' woollen hat still popular in 
Scandinavia, but with the point curled downwards. 

Plate E shows in the foreground an 1 1 th-centur\ 
housecarl, who might be either Saxon or Dane; lu- 
is wearing a typical Saxon mail shirt and waving a 
late Viking skeggox. In the background are Saxon 
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Crossbowmen are not illustrated in the Bayeux 
tapestry and there is no sure evidence that William’s 
army included them: two chroniclers are said to 
mention crossbows at Hastings, but there is some 
confusion over the translation of their texts and they 
may have been referring only to slingers. The Saxons 
and Vikings seem to have had no use for the weapon. 
(Gerry Embleton) 


V_ J 

spearmen and an archer from the Great Fyrd. 
Saxon dress consisted mainly of light woollen 
trousers and a long woollen tunic with the sleeves 
puckered on the forearms. Some peasants went 
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bare-legged, but in general shoes were worn which 
had bands attached, and these were criss-crossed 
over the trousers. Richer men used silk cloth, while 
the silk embroidery of Saxon England was admired 
throughout Europe so much so that William, 
Duke of Normandy used Saxon embroiderers to 
record his conquest of England on the Bayeux 
tapestry. 

F and G: Normans, loth nth centuries 
The Normans illustrated are of necessity based on 
the Bayeux tapestry but, as mentioned in the text, 
this source must be interpreted with caution, and 
there are still many queries unanswered. The mail 
hauberk was more loose-fitting than the hauberk of 
the Crusades period, and is shown here slit from 
hem to crotch. 1 u some cases the divided skirts were 
laced together to form ‘breeches’ when dismount¬ 
ed, but it is highly unlikely that hauberks with 
breeches attached were worn, as is insinuated by 
the tapestry: hauberks were normally taken ofTby 
pulling them over the head. Examples of mail 
sleeves and leggings, worn by the higher ranks, are 


illustrated: note both types of leggings are well 
supported and secured, while the mail sleeves must 
have been attached to leather on some strong cloth 
garment. The ‘panel’ on the chest of the figure in 
Plate C is one of the more puzzling queries raised 
by the tapestry. It was probably some form of 
reinforcement for the breast, which might seem 
logical, but we shall never know for certain, flic* 
panel was not nearly so common its some writers 
suggest: no more than about a third of the warriors 
illustrated in hauberks have such a panel. 

Some form of thick woollen or padded clothing 
must have been worn under the mail, but again we 
have no evidence. On the tapestry men are shown 
nude when their hauberks are removed, and it has 
been suggested that the undergarment was at¬ 
tached to the hauberk, but this is most likely only a 
stylized means of illustrating victory, with the dead 
stripped naked. There was probably also some form 
of padded cap worn under the coif to protect the 
scalp and cheeks. 

In the background of Plate (• are two Normans 
wearing scale or quilted armours. Numerous 
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examples of these are illustrated in the tapestry but 
it is not possible to interpret the embroiderer's 
stylization with any certainty. Scale armour, made 
from plates of horn, was certainly in use, while the 
Normans from southern Italy and Sicily may well 
have copied jazerant (a mail hauberk fixed by 
studding between two layers of thick material) 
from the Saracens, whom they had been fighting 
for some years. 


II: Norman and Saxons , post-conquest 
On the left is a Norman ‘knight’ in everyday 
outdoor dress: the decoration on the tunic is 
typically Norman. The bearded Saxon on the right 
is wearing more formal indoor clothing, again with 
decoration which is typically Saxon. Note es¬ 
pecially the hose ‘suspenders’. In the background 
arc two Saxon serfs: note the footless hose on tin* 
left-hand figure, and the tucked-up gowns. 


Notes sur les planches en coulcur 

i 

A (iurrrirrdf la lullurrscandinave Vmdrl, rntrr 550 ft Boo. 1 /ill ustr.it ion drs 
,imin rt armurrs a Hr laitr d’aprrs des trouvailles ardirologiqurx ett Uppland, 
Sucdr. rt Irs interpretations du Pmfrwur PoM Un hraumr rl uii bnudicr 
srtnhluhlrs out rtr trouvrs m Gnmdr-Bretagnc dam Ir tomlirau dr Sutton Hoo 
qui datr du 7rmr sirdr. 

B, C Vikings dn ghnr rt 1 irmr sirdr*. Note/ la bmdrrir fine an cou rt aux 
uiaiK brltrs. lex tstcnutation* nir Irs armm rt lr rurirux pamaloii ImutTaiil trl que 
Irdrrrivmt Irs Anibcsqui laiMirnt l» commerce avre Irs gem dr la rulturr Rus’ 
au tonne sirclr. la* prrwinnagr a gauche portr un hraumr srmhlalilr a irlui qui 
a rtr trouvr dam lr tomlirau dr 0|rrmundbu. 

D, E Danoiict Saxom. qhnr 1 tone siedev A gaurhr, drs Datum typiqnrs, au 
prrmirr plan, un gurniri rirhr rt turn amir rt un puvtuin taxon rn bounrt 
' ilirygim’ A dmitr. un houyerarl %AXtm ou danolsdu ticmrsirclr rldrsSaxomdu 

F,C Normauds, loetnc 1 irmr sirrlrs l,es jumbirrrxrt manchcxde maillrsont 
du rtrr alladirrx a dnumus-vrtrmnils dr cuir ou dr ti»u. rt il rst pro|>ablr cju’uii 
srrir-trir ouatr emit portr sous la ragoule. I. rmpirrrmrnt rarrr sur la poitrinr 
nr s’rxpliqur pas, maw il servaii peut-rtrr a t arhrr la lirnir qui rtait nrtnaairr a 
I'mfilagr du hautirri. Un tiers settlement dr* gurrrirrs appai aissanl aur la 
tapissmr dr Bayrux portrut rr genre dYmpircnnent. lara artistes illuxtrant erttr 
rjioqur deuinrnt souvent dra armurrs a rraillra ou matrlassrrs arrirrr-plan a 
ilroitr' tnais Ira details rn Mint obst urv 

H C’iirvalirr normand, grntilhomnir aaxon rt serfs,aprr* fan 1066 I .at unique 
rourtr, .1 dmitr, rtait la trnur type dr jour rt d’rxtrrirur rl lr modrlr plus long, 
portr |>ar Ir Saxon barliu, rtait rrurrvf aux occasions plus formrllrs rt portr a 
i’intrnrur 
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Waflen und Rustling bililrn Altertutnsfuude m Uppland, Schwrdrn, sown- 
Ausiulii iingrtt von Professor Pott. Hrlm und Si luld ahulu her Art hat man in drr 
Sutton Hoo Grabstattr drs 7. Jahrhundrrts in Grosx*Britatmim grfundm. 
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F, G Normannrn. 10. 11 Jahrhundrrt. Dir Gamaschrri und Armrl drr 
Rittrrrmlung wurdrn sidirrlich an drr I.rdrrodrr Stofluntrrklnduiig brfntigt, 
und rinr grpolstrrtr K.qqtr iintrr drr cot/ it .t wahnchrinlidi. Krinr Erlautrrung 
ist fUr dm quadratischrn Tril auf drr Hmst grgrbrn Moglic hrrwnsr solltr n 
dm Schlii/. drr rrfordrrlirh war urn das haubnk ul»rr den Kopl /u zirhro, 
vrrdrrkrn Wir auf drill Bayrux GoImIiii dargrstrllt. wurdr dirx von nut 
ungrfahr rinrm Drutrl drr Krirgrr grtragrn. Srhupprnpanxrr odrr grpoUtrrtr 
Riwiung reditrr Hintrrgrund wrrdcn lur dirs.-s /malirr oft vrramchauUdit. 
ttlxr Finxrlhritm sintl unbr-kaunt. 

H Nomiannbrhrr Ritter towir sachsurhrr Hrrr und la*ilingmr. nach 1066 
Dir Kuner l unika rrchts war typischr Tagn-und ausgrhgardrmbr; chw 
langr Or wand, wir rs drr hartigr Sarhse trug, war drr mrhr formrllr Stil fur im 
Hausr. 
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